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DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY IN MALAYSIA AND
INDONESIA: A COMPARISON

Mohd Azizuddin Mohd Sani & Abu Bakar Eby Hara

Theory of Deliberative Democracy

According to Yusef Waghid, democracy accentuates three inter-related aspects
central to the understanding: democracy as a system, democracy as a sphere for
debate, and democracy as a set of meanings.! The first two depictions can be linked
to two broad conceptions of democracy. The first is democracy as a representative
system of political decision-making. The second is democracy as a sphere for social
and political life in which people enjoy equal opportunities and are engaged in self-
development, self-fulfilment and self-determination.? In this regard, a representative
democracy maximises citizens’ opportunities for self-determination, hence ‘they
must live in association with others...(which) necessarily requires that they must
sometimes obey collective decisions that are binding on all members of the
association’

According to P. Levine, democracy requires deliberation for three reasons: to
enable citizens to discuss public issues and form opinions; to give democratic leaders
much better insight into public issues than elections are able to do; and to enable
people to justify their views so we can sort out the better from the worse.*

Deliberative democracy simply refers to ‘a conception of democratic government
that secures a central place for reasoned discussion (rational deliberation) in political
life’. For Amy Gutman and Dennis Thompson, a deliberative democratic theory
offers ‘a conception of democracy that secures a central place for moral discussion
in political life’.> They argue that the promise of a deliberative democratic theory
lies in a concern for ‘finding terms of cooperation that each citizen can accept’ for
the reason that contemporary societies are driven by deep conflict and moral
disagreement.® James Bohman, another defender of deliberative democracy, posits
that democracy in some form implies public deliberation; that is, ‘the deliberation
of citizens is necessary if decisions are not to be merely imposed upon
them...consent, is after all, the mean feature of democracy’.” In other words, political
decision-making is legitimate insofar as policies are produced in ‘a process of public
discussion and debate in which citizens and their representatives, going beyond mere
self-interest and limited points of view, reflect on the general interest or on their
common good’.

Among the numbers of definitions of deliberation and deliberative democracy,
the Deliberative Democracy Consortium has one of the most practical versions:
Deliberation is an approach to decision-making in which citizens consider relevant
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facts from multiple points of view, converse with one another to think critically
about options before them and enlarge their perspectives, opinions and
understandings.? Deliberative democracy strengthens citizen voices in governance
by including people of all races, classes, ages and geographies in deliberations that
directly affect public decisions. As a result, citizens influence — and can see the
result of their influence on — the policy and resource decisions that impact their
daily lives and their future.’

However, the model of deliberative democracy must be differentiated from
another model of democracy, namely, aggregative democracy. Colin Farrelly argues
that the aggregative model of democracy is the popular, ‘show of hands’
understanding of democracy that we often invoke when trying to resolve
disagreements.!® According to this model of democracy, decision-making processes
ought simply to aggregate the preferences of citizens in choosing public officials
and parties. The outcome of the process just mirrors the preferences of the majority
of people. Iris Marion Young describes how the aggregative model conceives of
democratic processes of policy formation:

“Individuals in the polity have varying preferences about what they
want government institutions to do. They know that other individuals
also have preferences, which may or may not match their own.
Democracy is a competitive process in which political parties and
candidates offer their platforms and attempt to satisfy the largest
number of people’s preferences. Citizens with similar preferences often
organize interest groups in order to try to influence the actions of
parties and policy-makers once they are elected. Individuals, interest
groups, and public officials each may behave strategically, adjusting
the orientation of their pressure tactics or coalition-building according

to their perceptions of the activities of competing preferences”.!!

The aggregative model of democracy is problematic for many reasons. It fails
to give sufficient attention to the emphasis on effective participation and enlightened
understanding, two criteria which deliberative democrats believe are vital for
achieving a just polity. According to the aggregative model of democracy citizens
participate in the decision-making process primarily by making their preferences
known through voting. Deliberative democrats reject this narrow conception of
participation that conceives voting as the primary political act. Deliberative
democrats argue that to fully participate in the decision-making process, one must
participate in authentic deliberation and not simply express one’s preferences. Such
deliberation requires that parties abandon the strategic behaviour characteristic of
the aggregative model of democracy and strive instead to reach a consensus among
free and equal participates. To participate in this discursive practice is very different
from participating in the decision-making process via the aggregative model of
democracy. Deliberative democrats characterize participation in the democratic
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process as a transformative process. Through the process of public discussion with
a plurality of differently opinions, people often gain new information, learn of
different experiences of their collective problems, or find that their own initial
opinions are founded on prejudice or ignorance, or that they have misunderstood
the relation of their own interests to others!2.

The more expansive conception of democratic participation that deliberative
democrats endorse thus ties in well with the criterion of gaining enlightened
understanding. A process of aggregating existing preferences precludes enlightened
understanding as there is no attempt to understand, let alone accommodate, the
concerns of one’s fellow citizens. However, deliberative democrats believe that their
vision of democracy fosters enlightened understanding among citizens because it
embodies the principle of reciprocity.!? Elaborating on the principle, Gutmann and
Thompson argue that reciprocity entails mutual respect. Mutual respect is a form
of agreeing to disagree. It consists in an excellence of character that permits a
democracy to flourish in the face of fundamental moral disagreement. This is a
distinctively deliberative kind of character. It is the character of individuals who
are morally committed, self-reflective about their commitments, discerning of the
difference between respectable and merely tolerable differences of opinion, and open
to the possibility of changing their minds or modifying their positions at some time
in the future if they confront unanswerable objections to their present point of view.'
By engaging in deliberation with those we disagree with we are expressing a
willingness to listen to others, to take their concerns seriously and to find some
common ground so that a just compromise can be achieved. Gutmann and Thompson
consider a number of contentious policy issues, ranging from abortion and trade
policy to welfare policy, to illustrate how the deliberative process fosters enlightened
understanding and moral accommodation. However, mutual respect does not mean
that we must always accept the claims of those we disagree with, but it does require
that we listen to their concerns and that we justify our decisions by appealing to
reasons we genuinely believe all reasonable persons could accept.

Malaysian and Indonesian Approaches toward Deliberative Democracy

Malaysia and Indonesia have different approaches toward implementing deliberative
democracy. This reflects the political circumstances surrounding both countries
where political leaders have given mixed responses to criticism urging both countries
to implement liberal democracy. Malaysia believes that democracy should be applied
responsibly without jeopardising racial harmony which means certain democratic
practices, such as freedom of speech, assembly and the press, should be limited
for that purpose. On the other hand, since the downfall of Suharto, many Indonesians
believe democracy and its values, should serve the people’s happiness and bring
political equality and stability in the vast Archipelago. Hence, the next section will
further detail the arguments about deliberative democracy in Malaysia and
Indonesia’s political development.
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Malaysia: Democracy with Elite Deliberation

Former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad claims that an excessive stress on
political rights is culturally inappropriate to countries organised in accordance with
communitarian ideals of unity, harmony and consensus.!5 The success of Malaysia
as a nation has depended on its political stability and racial harmony, which has
encouraged the government to limit civil liberties such as freedom of speech.
National unity, however, is an elusive concept. While racial and ethnic problems
provide the breeding ground for sectional politics and conflict between groups, the
politics of alliances or consociational politics has been implemented in uniting the
society. Arend Lijphart claims that consociational democracy is essentially an
agreement between the leaders of each bloc in a divided society to share government,
involving ‘grand coalition, segmental autonomy, proportionality, and minority
veto’.16 Consociationalists rely totally on civilised leadership to end the contest over
sovereignty by agreeing to share power. Tun Abdul Razak, another former Prime
Minister, has described Malaysian democracy as ‘a democracy which is suitable
for a developing country with different communities’.!” It is a democracy that takes
into account ‘Malaysian realities’, Malay — non-Malay (particularly Chinese and
Indian) animosities, where democratic practices must not jeopardise the fragile
stability, and political contestation therefore is acceptable only as long as this
condition is preserved. A power-sharing arrangement has existed since Malayan
independence; and although the BN coalition government is dominated by UMNO,
and Malaysia’s Executive authority lies mainly with the Malay leadership, other non-
Malay parties, notably the MCA and MIC, participate in the Cabinet and enjoy a
degree of influence over government policy. Indeed, political stability requires that
Malays maintain political power in the country!3. The electoral system, the party
system, the nature of political contestation and even the constitution have been
changed several times to ensure that Malays retain political power. Furthermore,
since UMNO is the party that represents Malay interest, this means that Malay
political power is preserved under its leadership. Although there are difficulties in
finding an undisputable conception of the common good in Malaysian society,
because some minorities would probably not share the same dominant values
embraced by the majority Malays, preservation of social order and racial harmony
are the core values and political aims to be achieved for the common good in
Malaysia.

Consociationalism, consensual decision-making and respect for authority are
important factors that maintain political stability and power sharing between races
in Malaysia. It would appear that consensus-building is grounded in similar core
Asian values. Both Confucianism and Malay/ Muslims values highlight the authority
of a ruler while noting that this authority is dependent upon a just and fair treatment
of citizens and consultation with local elites. Thus, the building of consensus and
respect for the masses remain essential elements in present Malaysian politics —
the ‘Barisan (BN) way’.1® William Case writes, ‘even as UMNO proclaims before
the Malay...its defence of their birthright, it tries to persuade the Chinese and Indians
that it responsibly checks Malay chauvinism.2° The institutional basis for striking
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this balance — redressing Malay grievances while at some leve] respecting non-Malay
identities and property rights — is, of course the consultative Barisan way’. However,
this consociational solution cannot be deliberative, save on the thinnest notion of
what deliberation might entail, and severe restrictions on who can deliberate (bloc
leaders only).2!

Furthermore, through consultation and consensus at the elite level, the political
bargain that was effectively struck is that Malays must continue to be politically
dominant. This acknowledged certain realities within Malaysian politics. It was also

viable there has also been substantial regulation of political competition and controls
over popular participation, especially since 1969°.22 Whilst this system of grand
coalition is contrary to the strict principles of competition implied by democracy,

government’s image.
There is, however, an element of deliberative democracy in decision-making
process, but is only at the level of elite deliberation, not public deliberation. Teun

access’. The wider the range of discourse genres, modes of communication and
audience, the more social power and ability, which the elites have, in exercising
control over groups and institutions, It has been argued that the slippage from a
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supposedly communitarian ideology into authoritarianism, happens when the holders
of political power extend the monopoly of coercion, by virtue of their control of
the state apparatus, into a monopoly definition of what constitutes the ‘collective’
good.?® In Malaysia, the majority of people do accept that the output of ideas and
knowledge has to be in accordance with government goals, ostensibly to promote
nation building and prosperity. The ruling elite holds a monopoly in defining which
ideas serve the national interest and which do not. Therefore, the socio-structural
criteria, including patterns of patronage, are important in determining who
contributes and how they contribute to public political discourses in Malaysia. Those
who have the capacity to disseminate an idea are primarily those with formal or
informal access to political elites. Those who do not, they have little chance of
participating in public political discourses.2

Shad, in acknowledging that Malaysia has achieved high levels of tolerance
through the strict policy of prioritising national stability, argues that Malaysia is
an excellent example of religious and cultural tolerance.?’” Chinese and Indian
migrant communities were granted citizenship rights at the time of independence.
They were allowed to preserve their culture language and religion, and hate crimes
against the minority groups are largely unknown. Instead, Malaysia has created a
melting pot, weaved in a rich cultural mosaic. This has resulted in the emergence
of an extraordinarily multifaceted society with plural lifestyles. However, the
government’s lack of tolerance shown to the opposition party makes open and critical
public deliberation difficult in Malaysia. Opposition activities apart from being
curbed by restrictive laws, are also controlled by a complex web of institutional
networks such as municipal councils, district offices, schools and state sponsored
religious establishments. The preservation of inter racial harmony appears to be the
legitimising factor that props up the ruling elite’s domination of the government,
proposing the idea that political organisations should consent to the larger mission
of the state-representing-the-nation.?® Generally, the government, including the
prime minister, does not set a high priority on free speech. Indeed, the government
is of the view that opposition parties and human rights activists are a hindrance to
the country’s economic development and jeopardise its stability.?? Mahathir
Mohamad, Malaysia’s former prime minister, argued that the activities of movements
n civil society that tend to meddle in politics should be curbed as they weaken
government authority and do not contribute to the public good.3? The government
is of the opinion that opposition parties and NGOs should be closely monitored as
they have the ability to influence public opinion, endanger public order and even
obstruct well-planned, national development.

The direction, of Malaysian politics is to a considerable extent determined by
leaders, such as Mahathir and Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, and UMNO, the dominant
Malay party. Although the existence of opposition parties, associations and cause
oriented groups are permitted, their rights to political speech and their capacity to
mobilise masses to impact on policy making have been diminished. The government
has either sought to eliminate groups that serve as a mediator between individuals
and the state or to cut them off from competition for power, thus undermining the
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possibility of their influencing decision-making. Thus, deliberative democracy or
public deliberation is unable to practice freely because there is no channel that allows
ordinary people to participate in the decision-making process which is extensively
controlled by the government with the agenda of winning the power struggle forever.
This situation has made political system in Malaysia less democratic and more
autocratic as a response to racial struggle and interests among races.

Indonesia: Transition to Democracy

Since independence, Indonesian leaders claimed to implement a democracy which
fully reflects the needs of the people. The founding fathers of Indonesia such as
Sukarno and Muhammad Hatta attempted to find a democracy that departs from
Indonesian tradition which gives emphasis to collectivism and people participation.
Public deliberation in Indonesia tradition is called musyawarah and is considered
important to decision making. It is also mentioned in the Indonesian national
ideology, Pancasila — particularly its 4t principle regarding democracy by
deliberation and consensus.?! Mohammad Hatta formulated this democracy principle
in his articles, ‘Our Democracy’ which gave emphasis to collectivism and humanism
within Indonesian society. He said that the habits of discussion and making
consensus have been part of grass road democracy in Indonesian villages since pre-
colonial.??

One important example of the spirit of deliberative democracy took place when
members of Committee to Prepare for Indonesian Independence in 1945 had a
meeting to decide the ideology for the new-born Indonesia, in May 1945. At the
meeting, there were intense debates over whether the ideology of Indonesia should
be Islamic or secular ideology. By deliberation and debates among participants of
the Committee consisting of Muslim, Nationalist and minority non-Muslim leaders,
they eventually agreed to accept Pancasila as the national ideology. One of the
important about Pancasila was delivered by Sukarno.?? After listening to the views
of participants, the Muslims, who initially insisted on including a clause that
required obligation for all Muslims to practice Islam in the first principle of
Pancasila, they agreed to drop the clause in the interest of the plurality of Indonesian
society and the need for Indonesian unity.?* In this case, instead of making voting
the ideological base of the Indonesian state which would bring the adoption of Islam
as the state ideology, the participants sought a broader justification considering
objections from other participants in the debate.

However, the implementation of this spirit of deliberative democracy was last
during the authoritarian rule of the two Presidents who dominated Indonesian
politics for more than 40 years after independence: Sukarno and Suharto. Both
Presidents claimed to implement the spirit of deliberation and consensus. Sukarno
stated that Indonesia followed its own democracy based on deliberation and
consensus and rejected Western democracy stating that the Western democracy was
against Indonesian culture. He called Western democracy ‘free fight democracy’.?
Sukarno preferred ‘Guided Democracy’ where many policies were decided by
Sukarno and supported by his aides. Suharto’s New Order regime after 1966 also
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maintained consensus and claimed the regime considered many views in society
including the minority in decision making. The word ‘people’s sovereignty’*¢ was
often mentioned by the New Order regime to justify their control over Indonesian
society. But what was called consensus during Suharto was an orchestrated
consensus designed to involve only those who supported him in parliament though
the government party Golongan Karya, and ‘People’s sovereignty’ was ultimately
delegated to army leaders, civilian technocrats and Suharto’s family.

A long awaited transition to democracy finally took place in Indonesia when
Suharto stepped down in May 1998. This seemed to follow Samuel Huntington and
Joan Nelson’s cycle theory of authoritarianism when an authoritarian regime
experiences an explosion of participation after it limits freedom for long time to
maintain economic development and political stability.?” Suharto had brought about
economic development and political stability for Indonesia for over 20 years but
he also controlled political activities and limited freedom. According to Huntington
and Nelson, the authoritarian stage will come to an end when many people demand
for more freedom and participation in politics.?® The suppressed participation finally
explodes. The opportunity occurred in May 1998 after the financial crisis that
brought down Suharto. The fall of Suharto was followed by the introduction of new
laws which allowed freedom of speech and political participation. Subsequently,
President Bacharuddin Jusuf Habibie, who replaced Suharto in May 1998, took
significant steps to amend the constitution and to make possible freedom of speech,
to organize, and to form political parties proceeding to a free general clection.
Habibie fulfilled almost all political demands and set a date for a general election
in June 1999.

The fall of Suharto created hope for genuine deliberative democracy Indonesia.
The limited freedom of expression in organisations and political parties imposed
by New Order regime was lifted. Parliaments both national and regional such as
the DPR (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat- People Representative Assembly) and DPRD
(Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah- Regional People Representative Assembly) have
become places for real political competition. This intensive participation, however,
is not followed by the readiness of political institutions such as parliament and
political parties to incorporate popular aspiration in decision making. This has led
to the emergence of types of direct popular participation in politics.

People participation and deliberation regarding many government policies and
plans is a new phenomenon after forty years under two authoritarian regimes. People
begun to learn and to form organisations to promote their interests and to criticise
the government. Many NGOs were also formed. Some of them criticise government
policies and some others advocate issues such as promotion women rights, protection
of children and the environment. The participation of these interest groups in
political processes shows the dynamism of the new democracy.

The mushrooming of many new and old interest groups is a striking soccer of
the post-Suharto period. It was reported that almost all interest groups such as youth,
teacher, farmer, and labour organisations formed and co-opted by Suharto in his
corporatist style of government split into organisations claiming to be reformed
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organizations. Political figures and even the President now need to cultivate support
from interest groups and public opinion. Included in this burgeoning growth of
interest groups are some Islamic political groups who were suppressed during the
Suharto era because of their ideological predilections for an Islamic state. Some of
these groups as will be discussed later attempt to initiate the process of Islamisation
of the state through the implementation of shariah laws at the district leve].

Toward A Real Deliberative Democracy

In a well established democratic system, deliberative democracy is required to
support legitimate decision making and to give opportunities to people to discuss
public issues and to form opinion. With deliberation, people are also able to find a
better insight into controversial issues.

In a young and newly democratic system such as in Malaysia and Indonesia,
beside the above consideration, there are other reasons for people to apply
deliberative democracy. In a transition to democracy, deliberate democracy takes
place because many good governance issues such as realization of democratic
values, eradication of corruption, transparency in government and law enforcement
have not been implemented by the governments. The governments use anti-
corruption campaigns only to get support from the people, without taking any
meaningful step to eradicate it. In addition to this, political institutions like
parliaments and political parties, which are supposed to push the government to
work on that matter, do not function well.

At least three conclusions can be made to explain why the political institutions
do not function effectively. First, some members of parliaments from the local to
national level are not well-prepared for that role. In the Indonesian case, the freedom
to participate in politics came as a great shock for people conditioned to a
hierarchical political system. Freedom has indeed motivated all levels of society to
contest in general elections. However these people sometimes have limited education
and cannot be expected to function effectively as members of parliament. In Perak,
the state government even raised the idea that any person who stood as a candidate
for state assemblymen should posses a university degree.

Secondly, the model of general election system, which mixes the proportional
and district system in Indonesia and simple majority in Malaysia, have limited the
freedom of members of parliament to express popular interests. Political parties
still play central roles in deciding which candidates should contest an election for
parliament or hold executive rank. As a consequence, the loyalty to party is often
more important than loyalty to the common good. The chosen members of
parliament often disregard popular aspiration. This also strengthens party oligarchy
rather than deliberative democracy.

Thirdly, the current weaknesses of political institutions like parliament relates
to the patron—client political behaviour or culture inherited by the New Order regime
in Indonesia and the UMNO in Malaysia which is still dominant within society. As
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Hadiz observed, the political culture of the New Order has been modified and
implemented to serve the need of the new political system.3 The institutions of
Indonesia’s new democracy, accordingly are dominated by ‘predatory interests’
which do not aim to bring about reformation. Political parties, for example, still
use intimidation and money to mobilise support during general elections.* If in
the past, the government party, Golongan Karya, co-opted people and organisations
to serve its interests, now the cooptation is conducted by businessmen, party brokers
and the political candidates. In Malaysia, Syed Hussein Alatas observes that although
the institutional and judicial system of feudalism had gradually disappeared in the
peninsular Malay states with the development of modernisation during the latter
part of the nineteenth century, the psychological traits of feudalism have remained.*!
Chandra supports Hussein’s view and describes the relationship as one of ‘neo-feudal
psychology’:

“The protector is averse to any attempt by anyone especially among
the protected to question, criticise or challenge his policies and position
while the protected is reluctant to evaluate, scrutinise or admonish the

protector even when he has erred or is in the wrong”.42

This relationship between the ruler and the ruled, which has been particularly
strong within the majority Malay community, has been reinforced by the deep
psychological need for a ‘protector’ to look after the community’s interests in the
face of the competition from the economically better-off Chinese minority.
Invariably, it was the UMNO President and Prime Minister, who donned the mantle
of ‘protector’. Loyalty to the protector was, however, not just a product of feudal
psychology. As in other political systems, what assured the protector of the loyalty
of his followers were the perquisites he could provide. This ‘neo-feudal’ political
culture has generated a client mentality that undermines political deliberation.*?

With this situation, many components in society, academics, students and woman
activists question the function of parliaments and other political institutions. They
criticise members of parliament because many parliamentarians always break their
promise and do not really bring about people aspiration. People unhappy about the
slow process of reformation and economic growth and distribution instead
participate directly either through protests in the street to advertise single issue
concerns. They also turn to make media or debates in other forums including
television and the Internet to garner public attention.

In conclusion, if the Malaysian and Indonesian elite favoured a deliberative
democratic system, there would be for more healthy and rational debates between
parties involved such as in the controversial issue of corruption and the sensitive
issue of religion in order to resolve those matters discerningly. Public deliberation
and freedom of speech should not be censored on these issues, but all parties should
show a sense of social responsibility in discussing controversial and sensitive
matters. Through dialogue and implementation, controversial issues may be resolved
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peacefully, disagreement may be avoided, and compromise eventually achieved.
Deliberation, we might conclude, still has a long way to go in both the Malaysian
and Indonesian political systems.
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